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in a Junior Stem Cell Scientists’ NetworkNew faculty in disciplines ranging from
astrophysics to virology confront
many of the same challenges during
their first years on the job: setting up
a lab, learning how to manage and
mentor a team of undergraduate and
graduate students, searching for the
funds to support their fledgling ca-
reers. But those funds have been
harder to come by during a time of
flat federal budgets. As few as one in
ten federal grant proposals are ac-
cepted today, making it especially
tough for new stem cell scientists to
secure their first major sources of
funding. It is a problem that hits scien-
tists working on human embryonic
stem cells (hES cells) doubly hard.
Not only do they feel the squeeze for
federal research dollars, they also
need to look for state or private fund-
ing to support any work that falls out-
side federal guidelines.
Funding shortfalls are nothing new—
but many in the stem cell community
are taking a novel approach to over-
come tight budgets and other hard-
ships, such as the need to purchase
duplicate sets of lab equipment to
avoid running afoul of federal rules.
The inherent interdisciplinary nature of
stem cell science predisposes the field
to a high degree of teamwork and part-
nership, says Brock Reeve, executive
director of the Harvard Stem Cell Insti-
tute (HSCI).
‘‘People in the stem cell community
realize they need multiple perspec-
tives and different models. They real-
ize they can’t do it all in their labs,’’
he says. ‘‘Finding people to work with
is an important issue in science in gen-
eral, but in fields like stem cell science
which are new, and multidisciplinary,
that’s a bigger issue,’’ Reeve says.
While funding may be scarce, the
field is new enough and expansive
enough to supportmultiple researchers
approaching questions in different
ways, says George Daley, president
of the International Society for Stem
Cell Research.‘‘There are many new questions
about how stem cells function, and
lots of wide open territory,’’ Daley
says. ‘‘That encourages more collabo-
ration and less competition, and
makes scientists eager to work to-
gether,’’ he says.
One promising effort meant to en-
courage dialogue and partnerships
between new faculty members took
place in Boston last September,
when about 40 stem cell scientists
convened in the wood-paneled base-
ment bar of the Boston Tennis and
Racquet Club. There, below the gaze
of a mounted antelope head, they min-
gled over coffee and pastries as the
first Harvard Stem Cell Institute/
California Junior Faculty Symposium
got underway.
For two days, some of the nation’s
top new scientists from across the
stem cell field presented their latest re-
search in an informal, casual setting
meant to encourage them to share
unpublished data and explore possi-
bilities for collaboration. Symposium
participants brought expertise in fields
ranging from disease modeling to
plant science. That combination of
backgrounds offered ample opportu-
nity for ideas to crosspollinate across
traditional disciplinary boundaries.
Collaborations help new scientists
contribute to a larger body of work
than they might have the resources to
tackle alone, says Niels Geijsen, assis-
tant professor at Harvard Medical
School and a co-organizer of the
Boston meeting.
‘‘Because we are all junior faculty,
we see the need for collaboration,’’
Geijsen says. ‘‘We don’t have huge
labs and lots of money, so we’re
forced to stick our heads together
and figure out ways in which, by
collaborating, we can advance our re-
search at an equal pace to what larger
labs can do with their own resources,’’
he says.
New investigators also can’t spread
themselves too thin early in theirCell Stem Cell 1,careers, says Leanne Jones, assistant
professor of biology at the Salk Insti-
tute for Biological Studies and a co-
organizer of the Boston meeting. She
says research partnerships allow
young faculty to tackle questions
only tangentially related to their re-
search—questions that might other-
wise remain unexplored.
‘‘If we found out there were natural
overlaps in our scientific interests or
ways that we could work together to
enhance each other’s stories, it would
be incredibly powerful,’’ she says.
The idea for the Boston symposium
started with Geijsen and Jones’ own
efforts to reach out to other new stem
cell researchers in their respective re-
gions. Geijsen, who came to Harvard
three years ago, started attending
informal new faculty get-togethers
hosted by the HSCI. By attending
those meetings, he connected with
a group of six other researchers in-
vestigating a variety of questions in
nuclear reprogramming. The connec-
tions paid off—the group just received
funding from the HSCI to support
a joint research effort across their
labs—and got him thinking about other
ways to strategically pair up with addi-
tional researchers.
On the opposite coast, Jones de-
cided last year to organize a new in-
vestigator network in California after
returning from a joint meeting with
the California Institute of Regenerative
Medicine (CIRM) and the London-
based Medical Research Council.
She recalls a specific conversation
she had with one of the CIRM repre-
sentatives at that meeting, who made
an offhand comment about how nice
it was to have some junior investiga-
tors in attendance.
‘‘Up until that point, I had just
thought of myself as one of the
scientists—I didn’t realize I was differ-
ent in any way. It was that comment
that motivated me to organize a meet-
ing just for junior investigators,’’ she
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others’ local networks, and at a pair
of overlapping Keystone stem cell
meetings last spring, discussed orga-
nizing a joint conference for new stem
cell faculty from the East and West
coasts. They chose to hold their first
summit in Boston, where Cell Press,
Millipore, and the Harvard Stem Cell
Institute provided funding.
The joint meeting tapped into the
natural connections that develop be-
tween people experiencing a common
set of challenges, said several of the
participants. It is these informal,
friendly connections that help new fac-
ulty—not just in stem cell science but
in any field—navigate their first years
after postdoctoral training as they
juggle applying for their first major
grants, setting up a lab, and mentoring
graduate students.
‘‘We’re all going through a similar
struggle of getting our work funded,’’
said Amy Wagers, assistant professor
at the Harvard-affiliated Joslin Diabe-
tes Center and principal faculty mem-
ber of the Harvard Stem Cell Institute.
‘‘Hearing what others have done gives606 Cell Stem Cell 1, December 2007 ª2you a greater breadth of experience to
draw on.’’
For some, like Jeff Long, assistant
professor at the Salk Institute, the
meeting also opened the door to
a new cohort of investigators. Long,
who studies stem cells in plant root
and shoot systems, said attending
the Boston meeting introduced him to
people he likely never would have
talked to had he focused only on the
plant meetings. He also says the inti-
mate nature of a small meeting con-
tributes to a sense of camaraderie
that might not otherwise develop.
‘‘If you get to meet people face to
face they don’t look like competitors,
they look like colleagues,’’ Long said.
‘‘It’s much better than a 400 person
meeting where you might hear some-
one talk but you don’t get to talk one
on one.’’
Today, most of the symposium par-
ticipants are back in their labs teach-
ing, completing grant applications,
and thinking about how to shape the
conference down the road. While the
details have yet to be worked out, all
the participants agreed that they should007 Elsevier Inc.continue tomeet on a yearly basis, and
to keep communicating throughout
the year. But questions about how the
group will evolve are already in the air.
Will they recruit new members next
year? Where should the next meeting
take place? Will members ‘‘age out’’
after they have been faculty for a few
years? Or should the composition of
the group remain constant? For now,
Jones is just pleased to have started
a new model for collaboration.
‘‘In terms of changing the landscape
of how people interact, it would be in-
teresting if five years down the line, we
could look back and say wow, maybe
that was the beginning of all this,’’
Jones said. ‘‘But in the short term, it’s
about having a smart group of people
to talk to about your research.’’
Geijsen agrees, and points out that
theirs is a model that applies equally
to any discipline.
‘‘I would think that all junior faculty
find themselves in our position,’’ he
says. ‘‘We have little money, lots to
do, and a strong need to both focus
and explore. And the latter can only
be done in collaboration.’’
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